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INTRODUCTION
Spatializing Sociocultural Research: A Reading of
Mediation and Meaning as Third Spaces
Jennifer A. Vadeboncoeur
The University of British Columbia
Elizabeth Hirst
Griffith University
Alex Kostogriz
Monash University
POSITIONING OURSELVES:
LOCATION AS A RELATION BETWEEN PLACES
We, the editors of this special issue, began our lives on other continents and in other countries. As
we traversed the globe, finding our way to Australia, we became embodied examples of global
movement: flows of humans, belongings, lives, and languages from one location to another. In
making sense of our mobility, our memories and experiences, identities and identifications, dis-
courses and social languages, we recognize that we are multiply situated in different discourses of
spatial (re)production, and therefore our identifications with particular spatial-discursive locations
can be both empowering and disempowering. Our ongoing negotiation with, and hybridization of,
identities makes the work of positioning ourselves complex and messy. We are “in between,” am-
bivalent reporters who can only tell partial tales of Australia. Our hybridity positions us as latecom-
ers to Australia—those who have come to find a better or a different life, those who are still seek-
ing—and we are cautious of essentializing the identities of those who were here first and of those
who came before us.
To approach our task as editors of a regional special issue (the authors here are or were affili-
ated with Australian universities) and an issue on semiotic, dialogic, and material spaces, no less,
we looked across our own hybrid identities at our general differences and overarching similarities.
What stood out immediately to us were those aspects of our identities that are racialized, our abil-
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ity to pass as white in Australia, and the privileges bequeathed to us, given the legacy of white
Australians. In Australia, before we speak and our accents are heard, we are identified as white,
dominant, colonizer, and sometimes as ally as well. This—our visible identity—obtains responsi-
bilities for us as well as privileges. As members of the dominant racial group, we have the luxury
of foregrounding or backgrounding our racialized identity as needed, although the destructive leg-
acies with which we live, live on.
At the most simplistic level, dominance is gained and maintained through both the identifica-
tion of difference and the social valuing of certain differences over others. Therefore, we begin by
locating our physical place in a historical tale of relationships between places, relationships char-
acterized by dominance and difference. We write from a place that was named the Antipodes, a
place defined in relation to another place on the other side of the world from where we stand. This
different place, Europe, named our place, the “land down under” in terms of itself; Australia ex-
isted in relation to the “land on top.” Indeed, the making of our space is a relation of alterity: The
designation of our otherness binds us to those who named us.
The word antipodes translates as “people with feet opposite ours” and, although in-
tended to describe a physical orientation distinct from Europe, the Antipodes was initially
an idealized space of struggle in European imaginings long before its explorers sighted
this land. The Australian continent was a placeless place, a site of unreal spaces or, in
Foucault’s (1986) words, a utopia, an imaginary or ideal place, a “society turned upside
down” (p. 24)—a place to imagine, redesign, and embellish the miserable reality of a cyn-
ical Europe (Conrad, 2004). For Andrew Dickson White (1898), the scientific doctrine of
the sphericity of the earth was linked to the theological “doctrine of the Antipodes,” an
idea taken up by the early Christian church from Greek and Roman scholars and vigor-
ously quelled by theologians over the centuries. The notion of an imagined community of
inhabitants on the other side of the earth was dangerous, even damnable. Following ac-
cepted wisdom, the Antipodes did not exist simply because there was no “other side,” and
as such, saints and clerics who preached the Word of the gospel did not undertake to
travel there (White, 1898). Indeed, without the Word as a line of longitude drawing minds
toward the notion of a spherical earth, the Antipodes could not exist.
We take up and employ the Antipodes as a spatial metaphor to highlight the central role that
space plays in organizing our experience, the implicit influence it has on our language, and the
way it both generates and opens ways of perceiving, simultaneously collapsing and erasing oth-
ers. Central to our—the latecomers’—understanding of Australia is the country’s boundedness,
its edges, edges that were carefully and painstakingly mapped and that defined it as a geograph-
ical entity. Unlike many European nations, these edges are not margins of conflict over which
battles have raged but are instead the seas and oceans that surround us. These physical bound-
aries have both protected and isolated us, over time uniting us as a nation but also fueling anxi-
ety about difference and fear of diversity. In the next section, we return to a discussion of the
Antipodes as understood through relationships across historical geographies. We draw on the
writing of David Malouf and the artwork of Gordon Bennett to ground our discussion of the
Antipodes as a space of difference. The “spatial turn,” however, is not merely metaphorical;
therefore, the second section introduces a general discussion of the contribution of sociocultural
theory to the conceptualization of social spaces. We provide a brief introduction to each article
in this special issue in the final section.
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SPACE: MOVING FROM BACKGROUND TO FOREGROUND AND
ALONGSIDE HISTORY
Over the centuries the doctrine of the Antipodes, a theological “truth,” slowly yielded to geograph-
ical truth, as explorers circumnavigated the globe. What is most interesting to us, perhaps, is that
the Antipodes was never simply a place. Rather (and foregrounded by this notion), it was a posi-
tioning of different people as other to the European self. The Antipodes bespoke an “imagined
community” of people that used the land and cultural meanings to mediate the construction of a na-
tion and to author Australia’s constitution (Anderson, 1991). Authors, we recognize, have a privi-
leged role in their creations, and the authors of the Australian constitution used their privilege to
deny the existence of Aboriginal Peoples living with this land. The community they imagined was
based on beginning anew in a place without a history, that is, in a land existing outside of British
rule and regulation, in an empty land. From its inception, however, this place was never an empty
space; as Bakhtin argued, there are no zones belonging to no one; a zone is always a site constructed
as a “locus for hearing a voice” (Holquist, 1981, p. 434). Because the voices of Aboriginal Peoples
were neither heard nor recognized, and the land was defined as terra nullus or unclaimed land, the
application of terra nullus relegated Aboriginal Peoples to an undefined category: They were nei-
ther residents nor migrants nor conquered tribes. Indeed, the Commonwealth, created by the Fed-
eration of States in 1901, was not given the right to construct laws for Aboriginal Peoples; this was
a power that was reserved for the States. Ultimately, Aboriginal Peoples were displaced, and at-
tempts were made to eradicate them.
In a series of lectures, David Malouf (1998) considered the question, What has made us, the
latecomers, Australians? He located his discussion in the tension of reconstructing this space, a
tension not simply between the old world and the new, but in the differences that arise in relation-
ships between places. For example, our place is in the opposite hemisphere, with different sea-
sons, starscapes, landscapes, and ecologies. Our feet, our groundings, reflect this tension of
differences: the paradox of physical location or the material world we inhabit, and cultural loca-
tion, or the ways we have learned to see the world. Socially constructed spaces are inextricably
linked, rather than standing alone, and may juxtapose in a single place, or in complementary, com-
peting, and incompatible spaces.
Initially imagined as a utopia, the Antipodes became a heterotopia (Foucault, 1986) once Euro-
pean immigrants arrived to settle Australia. A heterotopia has “the curious property of being in re-
lation with all the other sites, but in such a way as to suspect, neutralize, or invert the set of
relations that they happen to designate, mirror or reflect” (p. 25). Australia, hidden on the world’s
nether side, became an underworld where the rules of the mother country were transgressed; a
place designated by the British to begin as a penal colony, a far-away place of punishment where
established relationships were upturned. Much like Bakhtin’s (1986) concept of carnival, giving
rise to systems that parody the norm, those that disrupted the established order of the British Em-
pire were sentenced to surveillance at the extremities of the earth, a living hell where they were ex-
pected to transform from “vagabonds, the most useless in one hemisphere, into active citizens in
another” (Malouf, 1998, p. 13). Conrad (2004) recounted Kingsley’s (1865) description of Aus-
tralia as a “‘scentless cesspool for a vast quantity of nameless rubbish’—scentless because far
away, so its ordure didn’t vex the nostrils of Victorian Britons, and nameless because the excreted
convicts had no right to individual identity” (p. 2). It is the complexity of this experiment in colo-
nization, beginning with immigrants who arrived in a set of disciplinary relationships between
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prisoners and wardens—which Malouf referenced when he declared that this might be what is
most interesting in us. He continued:
It is in moments of high imagination and daring experiment […] that our “complex fate” is most clearly
visible, but as tension that has been embraced, as a complexity that has been put to use, a condition
made available to all of us as an agency for grounding ourselves in a particular world and in our own
skin (p. 46).
Malouf has spoken to us about the excitement of that tension—the complexity of a place that is
made by both the topographical features of the landscape and the differences between ways of
thinking and speaking; differences that create possibilities for ways of being other from European
ways and from Indigenous ways.
Spaces that are represented and created in Gordon Bennett’s work alert us to this tension. We
incorporate a piece of art entitled Panorama as a pivot to underscore the ways in which cultural
tools are shaped by and transform the way we see, think, and interact. In Panorama, we may first
see that space is organized, segmented, regimented, divided, and aligned (see Figure 1). However,
we also note that all spaces are connected in a web and stand as a set of relationships with other
spaces, relationships mutually constituted by, and constitutive of, power and value, lines that link
societal givens with the carnival afforded by heterotopias. In the simplest terms, Bennett’s work
expresses the idea that these spaces are bound together and constructed through historical events,
spaces that have a history in Western experience. Each heterotopia has “a precise and determined
function” (Foucault, 1986, p. 25). Heterotopias are not simply spontaneous or idiosyncratic, but
act as microcosms, both reflecting and constituting larger cultural patterns. Thus, the events that
occur are not incidental but, as Soja (1996) argued, “part of the (social) production of (social)
space, the construction of individual and societal spatialities” (p. 46). We employ Bennett’s work
as commentary on the tension Malouf has highlighted, but here we see, with images rather than
words, how this tension plays out and its political, physical, and ethical impact. Bennett (1990)
explained his work as a process of coming to understand both his own identity as an Aboriginal
person and Australian culture by investigating the way history is constructed, noting, “there’s this
connection between my deconstructing this image in myself and deconstructing it in Australian
culture” (p. 148). We offer one reading here, recognizing that other rich and varied interpretations
are possible and that artworks, as cultural artifacts, lend themselves to the expressing and making
of meanings.1
For theobserver,Panoramamaybeginat thecenter,whereanAboriginal dotpainting isoverlaid
with the random marks of abstract expressionism. A further layer encroaches like the black of a
low-resolution photograph. This centerpiece stands in contrast with the highly organized vertical,
horizontal, and diagonal lines that characterize the surrounding area. These lines align and divide,
segment and reorder space in similar fashion to the drawing up of maps, constructed to “regiment
166 VADEBONCOEUR, HIRST, KOSTOGRIZ
1While Bennett’s Panorama can be read as a political text, it is also a collage of cultural signs that index and reference
the work of other artists, most notably Margaret Preston, Pollack, and Mondrian, as well as other movements in art includ-
ing Australian modernism and modernism more generally. For example, the figures of black bodies are details from some of
Preston’s woodcuts reconfigured through and between Mondrian grids. In addition, the center dot painting is also an image
of a landscape with a lake, as well as a reference to Pollack and modernism that offers, through the concentric circle motif, a
floating sense of self, a point of identification within the fluid turbulence, a landscape of possibilities (Bennett, 2005, per-
sonal communication).
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
ea
kin
 U
niv
ers
ity
 L
ibr
ary
] a
t 1
6:2
5 1
1 J
an
ua
ry
 20
12
 
space, and to demonstrate how power radiates out from the centre to the periphery … [with] lines of
latitude and longitude which transform the globe into a cage or a cell” (Conrad, 2004, p. 2). The lines
in this work also map, enclose, make, and bind spaces together, making gridlike structures, distinc-
tive frames of reference representative of European rationality, containing images that juxtapose
Western and Aboriginal codes as they critique systems of exclusion and denial.
Two white spaces frame and enclose “unruly” Indigenous bodies—a woman and a man—us-
ing their voices, shouting their pain, the calm attendance of the onlookers unaffected by the sound.
The man hanging upside down reminds us of a history of Aboriginal deaths in police custody, one
foot going the other way, the other turned and angled down to the ground through the bars of the
grid. The grid lines superimposed on the body of the woman, mouth shouting and arms raised in
alarm, put her behind bars and “(dis)member” her (Lingard & Rizvi, 1994). The structural grid
imposes a hierarchical distance through which she looks up toward a white, sainted figure hold-
ing, at arms length, a grasping black baby. Here, we are reminded of the children who were re-
moved from their families—displaced from their land, language, and people—to live and be
schooled in white missions. These gridlines require us to demarcate, divide, distinguish, relate, re-
group, classify, and derive what constitutes Aboriginal as an object to be known (Foucault, 1972).
Represented by Bennett, they frame for us yet another social process of othering that has taken
place in Australia—the process between those sent to colonize Australia and the Aboriginal Peo-
ples—and present this subject for the analysis of viewers.
Amidst the pain expressed in the Aboriginal faces and bodies in this work, fish swim back and
forth between the grid lines, gliding and weaving across spaces. Unlike the humans, the fish are
not contained or captured in the net but move freely in front and behind. We interpret this as a
hopeful sign, “a landscape of possibilities” in Bennett’s words, amid the regulated spaces that
contain human bodies. Bennett has offered us a potential heterotopia, a release from the prison de-
picted in the painting, if we remember what the paths of the fish signify: that there are different
ways to move between landscapes. Our work is to construct roads and explore where they lead.
INTERANIMATING SPACES:
MEDIATION AND MEANING AS “THIRDING”
At present, we are interested in where Vygotsky’s (e.g., 1978, 1987) ideas and conversations around
his ideas may take us. Elaborations and extensions, challenges and debates, translations and re-pre-
sentations are, in short, what academic communities do with theories and methodologies in their ev-
eryday life. Part of our interest in sociocultural approaches, derived from Vygotsky’s works, is due
to their ability to respond to the call of critical geographers such as David Harvey (2000, 2001) and
Edward Soja (1989, 1996) to re-establish a role for space and spatiality in research. In particular, we
are intrigued by concepts that may lend themselves to discussions around what sociocultural ap-
proaches offer the spatial turn in the social sciences. This is, perhaps, easiest to exemplify with the
zoneofproximaldevelopment,positedasaspace fordevelopment that “extendsbeyond theskin”of
a child to encompass the in-between space created by the relationship between child and adult or
more experienced peer (Wertsch, 1991). By envisioning development as a joint activity rather than
the property of an individual, Vygotsky embedded within the concept of development a spatial di-
mension, a terrain, a landscape of possibilities awaiting realization. For this discussion, however,
we briefly touch on several sociocultural concepts that have not been as fully explored, beginning
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with mediation, and moving toward dialogical relationships between self and other, then to cultural
hybridity. Re-presenting these concepts as inherently spatial notions, we first situate Vygotsky’s
ideas and scholarship historically in relation to the society in which he lived.
Vygotsky’s ideas were formed during the turbulent times of revolutionary Russia, in ambiva-
lent conditions when the revolution mobilized theoretical forces to embark on a Marxist project of
constructing the new society and people; this project became repressive to those who were think-
ing differently. Vygotsky’s ideas were shaped at the crossroads of the Silver Age of Russian intel-
lectual life and a radical pluralism that initially obliterated the looming tendency of Bolshevik
Marxists toward totalitarianism and ideological monism. Vygotsky’s quest for new psychology is
a tragic example of repressed thought in the period between a massive deportation of intellectual
elites in 1922 and the Act of the Bolshevik Party in 1936 designed to correct “perversions” in the
system of education. As a result of this Act, many of Vygotsky’s manuscripts were censored, his
references to Bukharin, Trotsky, and Shpet were deleted, and his works on children’s psychology
(pedology) removed from the libraries, leading to a temporal amnesia of his work in the area of ed-
ucation (Yaroshevsky, 1993).
Though in his short lifetime Vygotsky was largely misunderstood by the party, accused of
being an idealist, it is not our intention to present him as a victim of the regime. What captures
our attention is the way he used his ethnically and geographically marginal position—as both a
Russian Jew and a provincial teacher from Gomel—to contest his positioning as an idealist in
his scholarship by constructing his philosophical views of mediation as thirding, challenging
the dualism of key authorities in behavioral psychology, including Pavlov and Bekhterev,
among others. As Etkind (1993) argued, this peripheral position, together with a broad knowl-
edge of philosophy from Spinoza to Marx, empowered Vygotsky to construct a unique point of
reference in his quest for new psychology. The philosophical concept of mediation as thirding
was central in this project.
Mediation, fundamental to the modern experience of transcending dualisms, emerged as a crit-
ical tool in Hegelian and Marxian philosophies to overcome the separation of the subject from the
world, and as an essential component of dialectical logic. Dialectical logic holds that any phenom-
enon is understood as a contradictory unity of opposites. In this sense, the analysis of both the sub-
jective (mind) and the objective (matter) reveals the tensions between these two, as well as their
internal contradictions (e.g., ideal-material). In Vygotsky’s scholarship, the centrality of media-
tion and, in particular, semiotic mediation runs like a leitmotiv through the exploration of psycho-
logical functioning, knowing, and the knower. Vygotsky’s methodological strategy to address the
contradiction between the two components of the binary was to find a third term, a notion that
would enable a retrospective or historical analysis of the first and the second terms from the van-
tage point of the third. This triadic spatiality suggested the key role of mediation as the third cate-
gory in bringing two opposites together, synthesizing two seemingly disparate phenomena, and
thereby rejecting their dualism.
Following the dialectical method, Vygotsky and his colleagues sought to replace the teleology
of the Cartesian divide with the proposition of thirding and to demonstrate in their works that the
ideal (thought) is not in opposition to the material. The ideal does not exist in a realm separate
from the material—neither in the brains of individuals nor in a separate metaphysical space. It
may only be found as embodied in the material world of cultural practice—a third space where
mind and nature, consciousness and being, and self and other, meet. This delineated a shift in new
psychology from a metaphysical concern with what the subject can know to the socially critical is-
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sues of consciousness and being: what individuals can become, given particular political, social,
and cultural circumstances.
The ideaof incorporatingsemioticmediation in thestudyofconsciousnesswasrevolutionarybe-
cause it emphasized the roleof languageand theuseofsigns in thedevelopmentof thinking,denying
the location of the psyche strictly in the realm of the private. Semiotic means are not, then, expres-
sions or manifestations of inner mental life. Rather, they are first and foremost a means of social life
and tools of cultural meaning that, together with the people that historically produce and use them,
were considered by Vygotsky as mutually constitutive elements of the social environment: an inter-
acting system of cultural practice. By relocating psychological processes, and hence the mind, in
this sociocultural space, Vygotsky proposed that an understanding of the development of psycho-
logical processes begins with a study of the actual social practices in which the individual is en-
gaged. Following the dialectical method, Vygotsky maintained an antireductionist stance that mind
was conceptualized as intersecting across both the intermental and the intramental planes, in the
space of cultural semiotic mediation, and, in particular, in the territory of the sign.
Like Marx, Vygotsky was in search of a unit of analysis that would enable him to transcend the
instrumental view of signs as psychological tools. In collaboration with Sakharov, Vygotsky ar-
gued that the influence of a sign on the development of thinking processes was brought about, not
by its presence in an activity, but by its essence. To analyse concept formation in children,
Vygotsky and Sakharov argued that it made no sense to ask a child how she used a sign without in-
quiring into its meaning. This marked a turning point. Rather than studying human operations
with signs, Vygotsky and his colleagues turned to the study of meaning as a direct approach to
“study[ing] the unity” of the child engaged in a set of cultural practices (Minick, 1987, p. 32):
What does the cultural space of this activity mean for this child?
Engagement in cultural practices necessitated an analysis of relationships between self and oth-
ers. Vygotsky positioned these dialogical relationships as an intersubjective space of contradictions
between sameness and alterity by noting not only the value of shared understanding as a prerequisite
for collective activity, but also the importance of alterity for negotiating and renegotiating
intersubjectivity (cf.Wertsch,2000).Heillustrated this ideawithregard toadult–child interaction:
Whilst pronouncing the same word, a child and an adult are referring to the same person or object, to
Napoleon for example, but one of them thinks of Napoleon as the victor at Jena, whilst the other, as the
vanquished at Waterloo … It is for this reason that we must study the function which is carried out by
language or speech in relationship to children’s own thinking, and we should point out here that, aided
by speech, a child understands himself differently than he understands an adult through the same
speech. This means that the thinking operations which a child carries out with the aid of speech do not
coincide with the operations carried out in the thinking of an adult when he pronounces one and the
same word (Vygotsky, 1994, p. 243).
Here, and across his works, Vygotsky emphasized a conception of dialogue that privileged under-
standings that are both shared and divergent.
Indeed, it is the tension between identical and different understandings that establishes the
thread of conversation between interlocutors generally and provides a meaning-making process
that may be used as a corrective tool against the fixity of meaning. The former view of dialogical
space foregrounds the importance of common understanding for establishing a sense of solidarity
and identification with others, particularly in situations where one is able to transcend individual-
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ism by becoming a legitimate member of a social network, such as a circle of friends, a family, a
classroom, or a larger community. This concept of self emerges through the necessary interdepen-
dence of self and other, with meaning-making as the embodiment of the social, cultural, and psy-
chological reconciliation of duality in all its forms. The latter view, however, emphasizes the
possibility of dialogical alterity on the basis of differences across microgenetic, ontogenetic, and
cultural-historical levels, for example, when people have different senses of particular words
given different individual and cultural developmental histories. In this account, alterity focuses on
tensions that transpire in the space of cultural semiotic mediation. These two perspectives on
dialogical relationships acquire significance when used, for example, as the basis for conceptual-
izing the zone of proximal development as a pedagogical tool to construct the social spatiality of
learning alluded to earlier or for framing notions of cultural difference and cultural hybridity to
which we now turn.
Bakhtin’s (e.g., 1981, 1986) work, elaborated by Emerson (1997) and Holquist (1990) and
linked with Vygotsky’s, then extended by Wertsch (1991), offers ways of deepening our descrip-
tions and explanations of human relationships and the construction of zones for communication
across cultures. Bakhtin emphasized the relationship between the self and the other as one that re-
flects a full range of possible and power-full enactments: as a collaboration, as a struggle, as a
challenge, and as a gift (Clark & Holquist, 1984). Both self and other are not reducible to one or
the other entity, and each is not complete without the other. Rather, they are linked by relation-
ship; identity is constructed through negotiation with alterity. Performances of self partially con-
stitute the other. Our discussion here, given its focus on the tension between European and
Australian perspectives and Indigenous and latecomer perspectives, reflects the impact of cultural
groups on the construction of self and other, identity and alterity. Following Appadurai (1996),
employing the adjective cultural rather than the noun culture moves us into the dynamic “realm of
differences, contrasts, and comparisons” (p. 12). The virtue of difference as cultural semiotic is
that it draws our attention, at once, to both similarities and dissimilarities. When we are consider-
ing cultural dimensions, difference is situated “in relation to something local, embodied, and sig-
nificant” (p. 12). Cultural groups, as communities, are constructed through centripetal, or
unifying and centrifugal, or differentiating forces, with novices and experts, insiders and outsid-
ers, as fluid roles that can be taken up more or less easily, employed, parodied, and contested
(Bakhtin, 1981). We challenge the standard binary categories of insiders/outsiders, us/them, ap-
plied to cultural groups by foregrounding the dynamic whole constituted through centripetal and
centrifugal contributions, noted by Bakhtin (1981) as the constant tension and uncertainty of “be-
coming.”
This relation of centripetal and centrifugal cultural processes revoices and responds to Malouf’s
exhilaration regarding the tension between similarities and differences in the negotiation of
cross-cultural relationships. The dialogicality of speaker and interlocutor is at the heart of everyday
lived experience. Mediation is inherent in, and forms the basis of, these relationships and is orga-
nized through interpretationsofculturalmeaningsembedded inculturalvaluesandknowledgesand
both discursive and social practices. Mediational means form the bedrock of relations; they are the
road on which we walk. They are the features of the landscape we observe in our travels and the tools
and signs we are exposed to and appropriate along the way. They are the cultural narratives and
recountings of past journeys reminding us of ways to look, feel, be, and become. Anything that can
be taken tomean—asymbol, a sign,anobject, agesture, abody—wemayincorporateand transform
in our travels, from perspectives on our history and where we have been, to new interpretations and
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possible futures.Themediational tensionbetweenself andother, betweensimilarityanddifference,
may reflect a range of possible uptakes—mastery, appropriation, transformation, resis-
tance—themselves imbued with their own meaning. This set of cultural meanings forms the ground
for systems of cultural practices and cultural differences: What does the cultural space of this prac-
tice or this difference mean for this person, this group, this community?
In places of meaning, bridges may be constructed for self and other relationships, for notions of
cultural differences, and for cultural hybridity. In a challenge to the regulation of cultural differ-
ence, Bhabha (1990) proposed hybridity as distinct from what has commonly become a regi-
mented celebration of multiculturalism, itself a form of containment. We are reminded of
Bennett’s Panorama and the political, physical, and ethical features of spatiality when Bhabha
(1990) noted that this form of multiculturalism reflects “a norm given by the host society or domi-
nant culture, which says ‘these other cultures are fine, but we must be able to locate them within
our own grid,’ … a creation of cultural diversity and a containment of cultural difference” (p.
208). Cultural grids that define norms and emphasize homogeneity over heterogeneity reflect a
metaphor of social “spaces as containers,” as prelabeled boxes that narrow and restrict options.
Although we recognize the way that culture itself may be perceived as a set of constraints, we
make an ethical claim that the urge to homogenize cultural features such as values, languages, and
experiences has taken on a dangerous centripetal or unifying force. Appropriating Gibson’s
(1979) flexible notion of affordances2 and the implied constraints, we do not argue in the hope that
the pendulum will return to a rebalancing of centripetal and centrifugal, but that work in the space
between them will yield more egalitarian results.
As an example of working in the space in-between, Bhabha (1990) argues toward conceptual-
izing an “international culture,” where the inter is the “cutting edge of translation and negotiation,
the in-between space—that carries the burden of meaning of culture,” noting that an exploration
of this terrain may allow us to “elude the politics of polarity and emerge as others of our selves”
(Bhabha, 1994, p. 38–39). We refer again to Etkind’s (1993) statement that Vygotsky’s marginal
position, his own hybridity, may have been an enabling condition for his unique perspectives, ex-
emplifying Bhabha’s (1990) notion of third space: “the importance of hybridity is not to be able to
trace two original moments from which the third emerges, rather hybridity … is the ‘third space’
which enables other positions to emerge” (p. 211). In education, notions of spatiality, third space,
and hybridity are being taken up and used in multiple ways, for example, to emphasize ways of
bridging between home and school literacies (e.g., Gutiérrez, Rymes, & Larson, 1995; Leander &
Sheehy, 2004), across differing cultural discourses and time scales (Lemke, 2000), and as ways
for linking funds of knowledge (Moll & Greenberg, 1990). Embracing the reflexive process our-
selves (with an open invitation to readers as well), we consider our own experiences and lives as
projects of improvisation and hybridization. Our feet are grounded “on the in-between” of differ-
INTRODUCTION 171
2We recognize the ways in which this term is frequently used; often loosely, with multiple meanings and purposes. We
return to Gibson’s (1979) own words for a sense of why this might be so. In relation to the environment, he notes: “… an
affordance is neither an objective property nor a subjective property; or it is both if you like. An affordance cuts across the
dichotomy of subjective-objective and helps us understand its inadequacy. It is equally a fact of the environment and a fact
of behavior. It is both physical and psychical, yet neither. An affordance points both ways, to the environment and to the ob-
server” (p. 129). For Gibson, affordances can be classified as medium, substances, surfaces and their layouts, objects, other
persons and animals, places and hiding places, and may be either positive or negative, defined as beneficial or injurious. We
like this term for two main reasons: first, because it bridges the dichotomy of the subjective-objective divide and, as such, it
exists “in between,” and second, because of its flexibility, rather than in spite of it.
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ent continents: Europe, Africa, Asia, Australia, and North America. Our experiences range from
colonizer to colonized, from oppressor to oppressed, from privileged to silenced, and these signi-
fiers tend to shift across our positions almost as fluidly as we shift. Our backgrounds give us ac-
cess to the resources of different cultures and languages, conditions that enable “other positions to
emerge,” as well as the potential to act in ways that are ethically answerable (Bakhtin, 1993).
At present, our histories and spatialities come together in the production of this particular tex-
tual space, a space that affords the diverse voices we speak, as authors and editors, to be heard and
to interanimate, creating in this project a journal introduction that has, perhaps, transgressed some
of the rules that regulate academic editorial introductions. [As an aside, we note in this tiny textual
place that along the course of previous paragraphs we have hurtled over grand issues within the
politics of difference, epistemology, and knowledge and have taken a risky and tentative step in
the direction of axiology and ethics. All are features of human landscapes. Our intention is to
beckon and entice, to lay open a matter for dialogue, rather than to complete a final statement.
Therefore, we refer the generous reader to Bakhtin (1993) as another place to meet in the future.]
NAVIGATING THE ROAD AHEAD: MEETINGS AND PARTINGS,
AUTHORS AND ARTICLES
By saturating historically internal and individual concepts such as self, other, and development
with shared, distributed, and embodied qualities that exist in the spaces between people, Vygotsky
recentered the role of human relationships in the development of mind while reprioritizing the cul-
tural tools and signs with which, and social practices and activities within which, human relation-
ships are mediated. In so doing, examinations of space as a material category bounded, for exam-
ple, by classroom walls or the structures of buildings and as a social category bounded by human
interactions, became necessary for sociocultural research. As noted by Wertsch (1985, 1991) and
Cole (1996) among others, taking a sociocultural approach increases both the complexity of re-
search and its potential to respond to the intricacies involved in the study of the human and the so-
cial sciences in general. We note, as well, that engaging with space as a feature of units of analysis
shifts our attention to issues such as the following: Whether, how, and to what extent it is possible
to articulate boundaries for material and social spaces, based on the metaphor of “space as con-
tainer,” as well as the challenge to study the fluidity of spaces by documenting subjects, objects, or
actions as they move across spaces, based on the metaphor of “space as social network or web.”
These are timely issues in research design.
By locating ourselves over the course of these introductory sections, we hope we have pro-
vided grounding for you, preparation for your journey. This special issue of Mind, Culture, and
Activity continues with six articles that extend sociocultural work along several trajectories, with
an eye toward recentering space and spatiality as mediational means. Bakhtin (1981) identified
the chronotope of the road as a spatial and temporal path “of the most varied people,” a place
where “social and spatial distance” is collapsed, as well as a “point of new departures and a place
for events to find their denouement” (pp. 243–244). He noted that time fuses with space to form
the road, but then he ended this passage with something that we want to trouble. Bakhtin (1981)
argued that the “fundamental pivot” for the chronotope of the road “is the flow of time” (p. 244).
We claim here, as others have claimed before us, that it is time to rebalance the time–space cou-
plet; to work with the tension, the relationship in-between. The authors whose work is included in
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this special issue have responded in different ways to this challenge and offer their work as contri-
butions to it.
Alex Kostogriz, in “Putting ‘Space’ on the Agenda of Sociocultural Research,” explores the
implications of spatial categories such as scale and boundary for sociocultural research in educa-
tion, focusing in particular on contradictions between current changes in cultural spacemaking
and pedagogical practices. Recognizing the different potentials that these categories may offer re-
searchers, his work highlights new ways of addressing the challenges of living and learning under
conditions of globalization characterized, for example, by the proliferation of new sociocultural
practices, meanings, and identities.
Author of “Troubling Cultural Fault Lines: Some Indigenous Australian Families’ Perspec-
tives on the Landscape of Early Childhood Education,” Marilyn Fleer maps the responses of In-
digenous Australian parents to the discourses of early childhood education as a method for
reimagining community spaces. She provides insights into the complex social relations Indige-
nous parents navigate as they negotiate their ways of knowing with schooled ways. She observes
conversations between parents and early childhood educators in regard to videotapes produced by
children and families to document valued everyday cultural practices and documents cultural val-
ues that challenge traditional early childhood education practices.
Elizabeth Hirst and Jennifer A. Vadeboncoeur, authors of “Patrolling the Borders of Other-
ness: Dis/placed Identity Positions for Teachers and Students in Schooled Spaces,” incorporate
data from two studies to examine the construction of identity positions for teachers and students at
the intersection of policies and practices. The first study explores the pedagogical relationship be-
tween an Indonesian teacher and the students in his Languages Other Than English (LOTE) class-
room against the backdrop of federal and state LOTE policies. The second study documents the
construction of re-engagement, through the perspectives of outreach workers, program leaders
and representatives, and young people, in relation to a policy shift redefining compulsory school
participation. Together, these studies foreground the dis/placement of both teachers and students
in schooled spaces.
In “Urban Renewal From the Inside Out: Spatial and Critical Literacies in a Low Socioeco-
nomic School Community,” authors Barbara Comber, Helen Nixon, Louise Ashmore, Stephen
Loo, and Jackie Cook describe their work with young people living in neighborhoods that are be-
ing systematically razed and rebuilt, displacing families through gentrification. Coupling archi-
tectural design projects with critical activities for re-creating school spaces, teachers in Adelaide,
South Australia, developed a place-based pedagogy with which elementary students began to as-
semble the social practices and discursive resources that they will need for future participation in
redevelopment projects, as well as in adult life more generally.
Raymond Brown and Peter Renshaw, authors of “Positioning Students as Actors and Authors: A
Chronotopic Analysis of Collaborative Learning Activities,” analyze several instances of class-
room interactions using a participatory pedagogy incorporating collective argumentation, a struc-
ture for scaffolding small group discussion. Their work draws attention to the agency of students to
actively transform the chronotope of their classroom spaces, to contest time–space relationships in
the classroom, and to navigate across multiple chronotopes as they engage collaboratively.
Joy Hardy, author of “‘In the Neighborhood of’: Dialogic Uncertainties and the Rise of New
Subject Positions in Environmental Education,” takes up a curriculum vision constructed for sus-
tainable development, of which a key component is the assertion of uncertainty as a challenge to
the historical primacy of certainty. Working through complementary aspects of postmodernist
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and Bakhtinian perspectives, she begins the theorization of dialogic uncertainties and lays out
possibilities for creating new pedagogical spaces, as well as new subject positions, for students.
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